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Kerry Carrington Chapter 17 




Undertaking empirical research on crime and violence can be a tricky enterprise fraught with ethical, 
methodological, intellectual and legal implications. This chapter takes readers on a reflective journey 
through the qualitative methodologies I used to research sex work in Kings Cross, miscarriages of 
justice, female delinquency, sexual violence, and violence in rural and regional settings over a period 
of nearly 30 years. Reflecting on these experiences, the chapter explores and analyses the reality of 
doing qualitative field research, the role of the researcher, the politics of subjectivity, the exercise of 
power, and the ‘muddiness’ of the research process, which is often overlooked in sanitised accounts 
of the research process (Byrne-Armstrong, Higgs and Horsfall, 2001; Davies, 2000).  
Researching sex work: Humble, risky beginnings 
In 1983, as an Honours student, I set out to study prostitution as a form of sex-work. I had little idea 
how to implement my methodology – but lots of theory! I did know how not to go about it after 
reading the controversy about Humphries’ (1975) work on tea-room sex – men meeting other men 
in toilets for impersonal sex. Humphries’ covert methodology caused a storm, as he engaged in the 
illicit activity as a ‘look out’, noted the car registration numbers of the men, then some time later – 
masquerading as an official researcher for other purposes – interviewed these same men. He 
discovered that many were Catholic, married and led double lives seeking impersonal homosexual 
sex in public toilets! Humphries may have discovered something quite startling, but he used 
deception and disguise to trick his informants into revealing private information, invading their 
privacy under false pretences – raising a quandary of ethical issues. 
As I recall it, there were no ethics committees at that time for student research, or indeed research 
in the social sciences generally. With my supervisor’s permission, I set out to undertake an 
ethnographic-style study of sex work in Sydney’s red light district of King Cross. My aim was to study 
prostitution as a form of sex work and not as a form of sexual deviance – I was heavily influenced by 
Smart’s (1976) pioneering work. I spent several days at a time sleeping rough and wandering the 
streets of ‘the Cross’ over a period of several months, during which time I met Roberta Perkins, 
Australia’s first post-operative transsexual, who was also conducting a study of street workers. 
Roberta introduced me to an array of brothel owners, pimps and sex workers. In return, I helped to 
administer her survey, which she later published (Perkins, 1991). During one of my night-time 
adventures administering questionnaires, I approached a sex worker, explaining I was a student 
administering a survey. She agreed to participate, but when I began to ask her questions about the 
price per job (for example, how much for a ‘head job’, how much for penetration for x minutes), she 
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accused me of being ‘one of those little sluts from the back lanes’, trying to find out her price so I 
could undercut her. She grabbed me by the collar, pushed me up against a wall and called out to her 
pimp to get the crowbar! It is little wonder that this field research sparked an ongoing research 
interest in crime, criminology, miscarriages of justice, and the use of police power.  
Researching female delinquency: A life-time focus 
At Macquarie University, I undertook a PhD study of female delinquency, under the supervision of 
RW Connell. It was an ambitious methodology that incorporated three primary data collection 
techniques: a random sample of 10 percent of the juvenile criminal records for girls born in the years 
1960 and 1964; a detailed discourse analysis of the case files of 59 of those girls, most of whom were 
considered chronic re-offenders; and an observational study of the Sydney Metropolitan Children’s 
Courts. Sixty variables were coded for each of the 1,046 female cases, including year of birth, place 
of residence, history of offending and sentence outcomes. I then calculated a rate of female 
delinquency for the Local Government Area and discovered, perhaps not surprisingly, that the rates 
were highest in Aboriginal communities and public housing areas of the state (Carrington, 1993). 
  
This all sounds fairly straightforward, but it was painstaking! At that time, using SPSS software was a 
nightmare. I had to write a program for the data analysis with 60 variables and a multitude of code 
values. An additional space, comma or line return would result in an ERROR message. Using SPSS, 
Microsoft Excel and other software packages designed for analysing data is so much easier today. I 
also discovered ‘data deluge’ – this statistical methodology produced literally hundreds of pages of 
data, correlations and cross-tabs, but what did it mean and how was it to be interpreted? I 
accordingly underwent the difficult process of sifting through all the data to discover that the 
research questions I had framed were fundamental to interpreting and selecting the data for 
analysis. I also learnt that inferential statistics, while useful, especially when triangulated with 
qualitative data, were over-rated when it came to analysing complex research questions. Juvenile 
crime statistics, as administrative by-product data, provide more insight into the policing and 
administration of juvenile justice than the prevalence of delinquency, a point which Cicourel (1968) 
drew attention to many years ago. This conceptual reasoning, based on a rejection of positivism, 
gave me the confidence to let the data go and to move on to the qualitative analysis of the criminal 
dossiers. 
The selection of the criminal dossiers was largely a practical matter, but in principle I tried to locate the 
files of girls with long criminal histories. Initially, I had asked for most of the files of the girls from the 
larger sample who had been taken into state custody either as wards or institutional inmates (see 
Carrington, 1993). Through a process of attrition, I was disappointed to only retrieve 59 from a possible 
267 of such cases. In the process, I learnt more about how the department archived its files than anyone 
employed within it and became a useful resource for answering their queries. I discovered adoption 
registers – and all sorts of valuable historical material strewn about in a disused building. To my surprise, 
the contents of the 59 files consumed the floor space of an entire room.  
In departmental terminology, the documents are called ‘B files’ for state wards and ‘IB files’ for 
institutional inmates. As it turned out, there was considerable overlap between the two, as 36 of the 59 
girls had both kinds of files; many of the institutional inmates had been placed in ward establishments 
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and vice versa. There was an average of 150 documents in each dossier and the largest dossier 
contained in excess of 800 documents. In total, I read more than 8,000 documents, transcribing at least 
80 percent of their contents to avoid the trap of selective note-taking. This took the better part of a 
year, as I was prohibited from photocopying the documents.  
The dossiers assemble, generally in a chronological order, a collection of documents produced about a 
particular girl and her family by the juvenile justice and welfare agencies, including court reports, 
psychological and medical assessments, conference reports, home reports, ward reports, sworn 
statements, official documents of the Children's Court, police facts sheets and so on. When I chose to 
rely on an interpretation from one of these I quoted the document in full, so that information was not 
taken out of context. It is important to note, however, that documents of this sort do not necessarily 
record what actually happened. Rather, as Cicourel (1968) suggests, the routine organisational 
processes that produce these texts make the dossiers intensely political sources of information. Official 
documents of the sort I read therefore tend to normalise actions taken by the authorities in specific 
instances as the legitimate treatment of a case, regardless of what actually happened (Garfinkel, 1967). 
They often justify what should happen (for example, court reports) or what should have happened 
(probation reports) or what was said (for example, records of interview). The records of interview were 
notorious in this respect as many seemed to be recorded after the fact.  
Only the crudest positivist would attempt a literal reading of these texts. This is why I avoided privileging 
the documents as impartial bearers of truth, but sought to interpret the texts as the products of specific 
governmental processes, which could be read in number of possible ways. I resisted the temptation to 
claim that my interpretation was exhaustive, impartial or error-free, but just the best I could do at that 
time. It took a lot of soul-searching and digestion of countless methodological books before I became 
comfortable about the limitations of interpreting documents using a discourse analysis. It was then that 
I decided to dispense with departmental terminology, preferring to call the files case notes, or dossiers. 
The research process was greatly affected by ethical considerations. Since these documents carry a 100 
year embargo, in hindsight I am very fortunate to have gained access into the ‘bowels’ of the child 
welfare/juvenile justice bureaucracy and am grateful to the senior bureaucrats who made it possible. I 
have since supervised PhD students who were only successful in obtaining access to similar files if they 
agreed to forgo intellectual property and moral rights to publish material. Approval for access to the 
dossiers was granted under the condition that no individual girl, family or employee could be identified 
through the publication of my research. I took great care to maintain confidentiality by using 
pseudonyms, by systematically altering dates and places and by omitting individually identifying 
information where necessary. I was concerned about compromising the integrity of the data, but once 
again my supervisor reassured me that nothing would be lost because I was not studying the individual, 
but the administration of juvenile justice, its nexus with child welfare and the forms of knowledge and 
power that produce a female delinquency manufacturing process (Carrington, 1993).  
My access to these highly sensitive documents was carried out under strict departmental supervision. 
Ironically, the office provided for my use was once a cell of the Parramatta Girls Industrial School, an 
institution for delinquent girls located alongside the Parramatta women’s prison. One day, the 
departmental officers forgot to let me out of the building before they left for the day. I engineered an 
escape by finding a window without bars and jumping about two metres onto the grass below.  
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During this time, I met a caretaker of the Parramatta Girls Industrial Training School, who showed me 
the ‘time out’ room – a pitch black room about three metres by one-and-a-half metres underneath the 
girls’ dormitory. I’ll never forget reading the etchings of the girls locked in this inhumane holding cell and 
wondered what had happened to them. I especially wondered how many entered the walls of Norma 
Parker - the female prison – which dominated the view from their dormitory bedroom. Unfortunately, I 
have never been able to research this question because of the ethical limits on the identified data.  
I have always maintained an interest in the topic and kept track of the data, amassing a 47-year 
longitudinal archive of juvenile court data for New South Wales. Over such a lengthy period, changes in 
counting rules for matters heard before the NSW Children’s Courts have impacted on the data quality 
and the direct comparability of certain timeframes (see Carrington, 2006). More broadly, however, all 
crime data are an approximation of reality. All that crime data can measure are socially- and 
culturally-constructed designations of deviance constituted within particular forms of human 
existence and ways of life (Rose, 1991). Nevertheless, I have kept this interest alive for the better part 
of three decades (Carrington and Pereria, 2009) – I am still publishing on the topic and have become 
interested in researching the rise in rates committed by violence for girls and have a mixed 
methodology in mind for studying this controversial topic in the future.  
The main methodological limitation of my PhD research was that it did not directly access girls’ own 
accounts of their stories of delinquency, as important as this is. For ethical reasons, I was not able to 
make contact with the girls whose case files I studied. This is a dilemma posed by any qualitative 
research on sensitive topics – but especially with young people (Kay and Tidstell, 2003; see also Dwyer 
and Hayes, this volume) – and even more especially where delinquencies are involved. Ethics 
committees, juvenile justice agencies and parents would be required to provide consent to any such 
study, creating an unequal power relationship, whereby girls themselves are not given the right to 
participate or the right to refuse. Perhaps one way around this issue might have been to establish an 
advisory committee of young women to provide input, guidance and feedback on the research process 
and findings (see Kay and Tidstell (2003) for an excellent example of how this might work). This gives 
rise to a contemporary problem: on the one hand ethics committees and principles are designed to 
protect the vulnerable from abuses and harm (see Graham, this volume), yet on the other, the rules of 
access, which require parental consent, deny young women a voice and prevent them participating in 
research projects about their lives on their own terms.  
Researching sexual violence: A story about ‘nonsense’ and ‘rubbish’1
While there is no single identifiable feminist approach or methodology to doing research, and much 
debate about what it is (Gelsthorpe, 1990; Olesen, 1994), a number of distinguishing features 
broadly characterise feminist approaches to criminological and socio-legal qualitative research. First, 
feminist research methodologies question the neat separation of objectivity from subjectivity, and 
challenge the truth claims of legal and criminological research to be objective, devoid of 
interpretation and free from value judgement (Gelsthorpe, 1990). The implication of this for feminist 
research has been a consistent preference for qualitative over quantitative, scientific or 
experimental methods. However, this does not, in my view, invalidate feminist research that mixes 
methods or uses quantitative data. Second, for many feminist scholars, being reflexive and raising 
 
                                                          
1 I acknowledge the previous publication of parts of this section (see Carrington, 1998;  Carrington, 2003). 
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questions about power in the implementation of the research process is just as important as the 
outcome (Davies, 2000). This has spawned a whole reflexive tradition in feminist scholarship (Lee 
and Stanko, 2003). Third, much feminist research assumes that knowledge is sexualised and that 
feminist ways of knowing and doing research have been historically subjugated, repressed and 
disqualified (see Grosz, 1989; Gunew, 1990). Hence, the object of research for many feminist 
criminologists has been to make visible the formerly invisible experiences and stories of women as 
victims and offenders.  
My own research, while sympathetic to some of these concerns, is not singularly feminist in approach, 
choice of method or topic. I reject feminist standpoint methodology (see Mason and Stubbs, this 
volume) for invoking essentialist constructions about gender that obscure differences in how women 
from diverse social backgrounds are treated in the criminal justice system (see Carrington, 1993). My 
approach to research has also been influenced by the legacy of Michel Foucault, his approach to 
method, power and knowledge, and promotion of the specific as opposed to the grand intellectual 
(Foucault, 1981; 1991). 
These multiple legacies intertwined when I undertook research into sexual violence and in one instance 
in particular – the case of Leigh Leigh, a 14-year-old girl who was assaulted, raped and murdered at a 
beach party at Stockton on the East coast of Australian in November 1989 (see Byrne-Armstrong et al, 
1999). My involvement in researching this tragic case was serendipitous – I was teaching a unit called 
the Sociology of Youth and Delinquency at Newcastle University at a time when Leigh Leigh’s peers 
were entering higher education, and my students’ comments sparked my interest in the case. The 
project was initially based on a discourse analysis of the available media representations of the crime, 
supplemented with interviews from some of Leigh’s peers. This led to the ‘discovery’ that the 
discourses of sexual violence that had initially shaped how this crime occurred, were curiously 
silenced upon Matthew Webster’s admission to the murder some three months later, after 
‘confessing’ to it in a police interview using the tired old tactics of custodial interrogation (see 
Carrington and Johnson, 1994). In much of the public and courtroom discourse about this crime, the 
consumption of drugs and alcohol, sexual promiscuity and lack of parental supervision were 
represented as the reasons for the offence. The discourses of guilt were so thoroughly and mercilessly 
inverted that Matthew Webster, Leigh’s self-confessed killer, was represented as a ‘gentle giant’, an 
unfortunate victim of ‘uncharacteristic and impulsive ferocity whilst disinhibited by alcohol and drugs’.  
A quite remarkable silencing occurred. Understandings of the crime as a heinous act of sexual violence 
were almost completely expunged from public discourse (see Carrington, 1998).  
My research began as an interrogation of that silencing, and, along with it, the symbolic reversal of 
the victim and offender. With the support, indeed urging, of the victim’s mother and close relatives, 
this project grew into an in-depth study of how the case was handled by the criminal justice system, 
using a combination of qualitative methodologies. Interviews with key stakeholders and informants 
were complemented with a critical interrogation of the documents produced by the case, witness 
statements, police facts sheet, prosecution brief, and a variety of judgments and expert opinion 
reports. The methodology was able to show how the criminal justice process produces legal fictions 
that are manifestly contrary to justice. How could a crime involving the rape and murder of a 14-
year-old girl come to be described in police facts statements as an event following ‘her act of 
intercourse’? How could two judgments in the same case be so manifestly contradictory? 
Significantly, Justice Wood’s judgment congratulated the police for bringing the offender to justice 
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and quoted from a psychologist’s report that referred to the victim as a ‘slut’. By comparison, Justice 
Moore’s judgment in the victim’s compensation case bluntly described the crime as one involving a 
violent sexual assault and implied that a number of offenders had not been held account for their 
participation in it (Carrington, 1998). Even after seven Inquiries, I believe there was never any justice 
for Leigh Leigh – whose death prevented her from having a voice – to contest the self-serving 
interpretations imposed on the events that preceded her murder.  
The Police Integrity Commission (PIC), a powerful body with standing royal commission powers, 
attempted to discredit my research on this case through the privileging of legal method and the 
denunciation of any form of methodology or knowledge production outside this narrow legal 
doctrine. In January 1999, I was summonsed to appear before PIC. I was a long-time critic of the 
legal system’s handling of the case, and my book, Who Killed Leigh Leigh? (Carrington, 1998), was 
tendered into evidence. I was cross-examined by eight different legal counsel for three days, longer 
than any other witness, and much longer than most of the police called to account for alleged 
misconduct before these hearings.  
The strategy pursued in cross-examination was to assert the authority of the scientific method as the 
only valid method of academic research, to align law with science and truth and to align me with 
feminism and critical criminology and to cast my critique of the handling of this case as ‘nonsense’ 
and ‘rubbish’ (see Byrne-Armstrong et al, 1999; Carrington, 2003). My defence of a critical 
criminology against positivist criminology was taken as a discrediting narrative, my defence of 
feminist methodologies as a signifier of bias and my critique of the police and criminal justice system 
handling of this case as driven by some sinister motive other than a commitment to putting into 
practice the idea of the specific intellectual – who engages with specific issues and contexts rather 
than attempting to wrestle with producing universal truths and grand narratives. I was defined as an 
outsider who had crossed law’s jealously guarded boundaries (PIC Transcripts, 1999), by daring to 
criticise the legal outcomes as unjust, for exposing in a specific instance how the law does not equal 
justice. For this, I was publicly subjected to days of ridicule, including ‘Madam, that is rubbish, what 
you’re putting now’ (PIC Transcripts, 1999: 1576) and ‘what you’re saying now is absolute nonsense’ 
(PIC Transcripts, 1999: 1595).  
The point in recalling this story is to raise a general point about how the legal method aligns itself 
with ‘science’ and positivism and discredits any form of knowledge produced outside this narrow 
range of methodologies. One of the rhetorical strategies of law is to insist on universal and singular 
definitions that disqualify alternative knowledges, methods or truths (Goodrich, 1986). The principal 
aim of the adversarial legal method is the same as scientific positivism: to produce ‘incontestable 
truths’ and impose unitary meanings, by privileging the voice of the judicial author 'as the supreme 
arbiter of meaning’; by asserting uniform meanings, by denying that words can have contested, 
multiple or different meanings; by precluding dialogue, by producing fictive ‘closures’, ‘distancing 
devices’ (Goodrich, 1986: 189) and ‘devices of exclusion’ (Goodrich, 1986: 191).  
This means that qualitative research is especially susceptible to being discredited within this domain. 
My advice to anyone put in the same situation is not to let these forms of power define your reality 
or reinterpret your sense of justice. I learnt that my interrogators’ tactics and processes were far 
from honest or just and their ‘facts’ far from ‘accurate’ or ‘impartial’! The knowledge they produce is 
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profoundly shaped by the operation of power – not neutrality, objectivity or scientificity. Foucault’s 
(1980) observation about the inextricable link between power and truth couldn’t be more poignant. 
It is worth noting that the PIC is exempt from many of the measures of accountability that generally 
apply to the public sector, including freedom of information and privacy legislation. During this 
process, the PIC went on a ‘fishing expedition’ and as part of that process tendered my family’s 
medical records into evidence, invading their privacy. These records were only removed as a record 
of the inquiry after years of bitter battle with the PIC and the PIC Inspectorate. After this unpleasant 
encounter with state power – where, under summons, the only toilet I could use was a male toilet 
and I was subjected to days of public ridicule in conditions where I was unable to defend myself 
before this star chamber, I gave up on the legal method as an avenue through which victims of 
sexual violence, or their advocates, could ever expect anything remotely resembling justice. This is 
when Moira Carmody and I began to research ways to prevent sexual violence (Carmody and 
Carrington, 2000).  
Researching violence in rural Australia: Stories about the underbelly, 
globalisation and subterranean convergences 
Since 1996, I have had an on-going research interest in studying violence in rural communities, as 
the lead Chief Investigator of two related Australian Research Council (ARC) Discovery grants. These 
projects involved large research teams of investigators, research assistants and a senior research 
associate, Alison McIntosh, whom I gratefully acknowledge at the outset. Both of these projects 
used a mix of methods to triangulate primary qualitative data. Using triangulation of different 
methods (Punch, 1998) allows the researcher to capture the qualitative richness and dimensions of 
violence, as well as their wider sociological and criminological meaning and context. Hence this 
mixed method, while drawing heavily on quantitative data for context, is ideal for integrating 
original qualitative data into a series of thematic case studies. Historical studies of shifts in crime 
rates based solely on quantification face enormous challenges, from changes to the way data are 
counted, to under-counting, under-reporting and the like (Archer, 2003). Hence, there is value in 
studying the social meanings and contexts of instances of violence at a local level and the way these 
are represented in public discourse.  
The primary qualitative data for both these projects were gathered through semi-structured 
interviews and focus groups across a number of study sites. In total, we conducted 85 interviews 
with 142 adults over a six-month period in 2009 across three states and four study sites, most of 
which were hundreds, if not thousands, of kilometres from the nearest metropolitan centre. 
The first ARC project ultimately led to the publication of Policing the Rural Crisis (Hogg and 
Carrington, 2006). Like most large-scale pieces of long-term research, the publisher was not 
particularly interested in publishing the methodology that I had meticulously documented for years. 
We did, however, convince the publisher to make a summary of that methodology available on the 
website (http://www.federationpress.com.au). The second ARC project, on addressing violence in 
rural settings, was far more ambitious in scope and is still underway, although some of the findings 
and analysis have been published (Carrington and Scott, 2008; Carrington, McIntosh and Scott, 
2010). The team is currently synthesising the quantitative and qualitative data into a series of 
community case studies to develop a criminological and sociological analysis of the factors that 
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increase or reduce violence among men in rural locations. The last stage involves an analysis of what 
social policy measures may address or ameliorate the manifestation of various forms of violence in 
rural settings, given the inappropriateness of models of policy intervention based on city living.  
A major ethical consideration encountered by both these projects has been the importance of 
protecting the confidentiality of informants. Given informants in small communities can be identified 
by profession or position (e.g. the Mayor of a small town), we have had to use pseudonyms for the 
communities, in addition to taking the normal precautions to protect the confidentiality of 
respondents. In spite of this precaution, when the findings of our first study were released publicly, 
politicians from rural localities attacked the book and its finding that, contrary to popular mythology, 
rates of violence are on average higher in rural Australia than in metropolitan Australian centres and 
cities (Hogg and Carrington, 2006). This was an affront to nostalgic idealisations of harmonious tight-
knit rural life.  
A major finding of the book that went unnoticed was that rates of violence for Indigenous people in 
rural communities were highly visible and created widespread concern, while violence in white rural 
communities remained relatively submerged in public talk, discourse and policy. Perhaps the most 
challenging aspect of conducting this research was remaining calm, neutral and objective while 
listening respectfully to volumes of disrespectful, hateful and racist commentary by interviewees 
and other participants. During an interview with members from a Chamber of Commerce, one of the 
research assistants challenged an interviewee’s extremist xenophobia (talk about using a cricket bat 
to bash black kids, referring to parts of the town as Vegemite Valley and spruiking all kinds of wild 
fears based on race).  
There are so many memorable aspects to doing this qualitative field research that have no place in 
traditional scholarly material. One distinctly memorable moment I recall was watching Cathy 
Freeman win Gold at the Olympics in a very blokey all-white pub. We cheered instantaneously, but 
when we realised we were the only ones cheering, and all eyes were on us, it was a Deliverance 
moment in the thick of the underbelly. The emotional aspects of doing field research on such 
sensitive, traumatic matters (see Booth, this volume), such as watching police officers ‘break down’, 
and hearing sighs of desperation from human service providers, have no place in the publication of 
formal research findings. Having been ‘broken in’ on the first ARC research project, the field research 
of the current grant in far flung parts of rural Australia has not been anywhere near as difficult 
emotionally, even though it has been more confronting and directly focused on men and violence.  
The dynamics of the research team are vital to collecting good quality data – as is planning and 
follow up. We have learnt that the most stressful moments are the first day in the field, when 
everything is unfamiliar – hire cars that have funny brakes – rooms that have no heating or cooling – 
respondents who don’t turn up, and all those little things like organising tea, coffee and biscuits and 
making sure informants feel comfortable and, most of all, have their confidentiality protected. We 
pay great attention to this detail by hiring venues that shield our interviewees from public visibility. 
Once rapport and trust are established, our teamwork runs like clockwork. We have extracted 
possibly the best quality qualitative data from this study in my research career. I am excited about 




Throughout my career as an academic I have always been drawn to the challenge of empirical field 
research on sensitive topics, motivated by the desire to make a difference as a public intellectual. I 
learnt the hard way that this can be a dangerous space. I am aware of the limitations of knowledge 
and the fact all knowledge in the social sciences is in some part mediated by interpretation and open 
to challenge and question. I don’t have a problem with this, but I do have an issue with the threat to 
intellectual freedom posed by state bodies with standing royal commission powers. After my 
experience before the PIC and disenchantment with the critical intellectual project, I left academia 
for a while and worked in the Australian Parliament as a senior social policy researcher, where I 
learnt just how important real world qualitative research is to policy-makers; how new discoveries, 
insights, approaches and policies for governing the social derive from academic research. 
Unexpectedly, this experience heightened my confidence in the positive power effects of 
knowledge, not just the negative power effects, and ultimately brought me back to the vital and 
vibrant world of qualitative criminological research. 
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